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Fuelling a food nation
Professionalsin the agricultural sector mustensurethat changesare in placeto enhanceyield and productivity.
By KANG SOON CHEN
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RICE shortagehit an all time highdur-
ingtheglobalfood crisisin 2008when
the priceof Thaiwhite ricesoaredto
US$l,OOO(RM3,100)per tonnecomparedto
US$360(RM1,119) theyearbefore,triggering
pan.icin Asiannationswhere rice is themost
importantstaplefood.
Malaysiaimports30%of its riceneedsfrom
Thailand,Vietnamand India while the remain-
ing 70%is sourcedfrom localfarmers.
The currentunprecedenteddroughtin the
United States(US)hasled to hugedrops in the
productionof com, soybeanandcattle,setting
off alarm for a repeatof the2008globalfood .
crisisepisode.
It was reportedin Bloomberg Businessweek
that com and soyproductionmay fall 6.1%and
5.3%below estimatesthis year.
Closeto 30%of thecom crop in theUS is
usedfor biofuelproductionwhile cornand
soybeansarethemain ingredientsin livestock
feed.Reducedcorn andsoybeansuppliesin the
US directlyaffecttheproductionof livestockin
thecountryandSouthAmerica.
Still, UniversitiPutraMalaysia(UPM)
AgricultureFacultydeanProf Dr Mad Nasir
Shamsudinis hopefulashe saysit is too early
to tell if the impactof theongoingdrought
could be on sucha largescaleasthat ofthe
situation in 2008.
The global foodcrisis in 2008was contrib-
uted in part by thehike in oil priceswhen the
priceof a barrel of oil escalatedto US$147
(RM457).
The causefor concern,Prof Mad Nasirpoints
out, is that thegrowth of food productionis
decliningeventhough productionis actually
increasing.
He believesthat theslowdown in the
growth of production is not only uniqu~in
Malaysia,but alsoglobally.
"Lookingat the globallandscapeof food
security,the per capitafoodconsumption
increasessignificantlywhen theworld popula-
tion grows to sevenbillion. .
"On one hand,while therearemorepeople
to feed,therearealsoconcernsaboutdietary
habitsand the type of foodthatpeoplecon-
sume,"saysProf Mad Nasir.
He reiteratesthat food securityis an immi-
nent issuesincetheworld hasnot witnesseda
bigjump in agricultureyieldsafterthe Green
Revolutionin the 1960s.
AgricultureandAgro-basedIndustry
Minister DatukSeri Noh Omarsaysthat
MalaysiahasbeenspendingRM92mil a dayon
food importsbetweenJanuary andOctoberlast
year.The self-sufficiencylevelsfor other food
items suchasbeef,muttonanddairy are25%,
10%and 5%respectively.
"We are not only the net importerof food
but thepercentagegrowth in food imports is
higherthan thegrowth in food exports.This
putsus in a very risky positionaswe haveto
dependon othercountriesfor food security,"
saysProf Mad Nasir.
On top of that,Malaysiansspend34%of .
their averageincomeon food.Prof Mad Nasjr
agreesthat the marginof consumptionof the
lower incomegroupwould beaffectedgreatly'·
if thereis an importedinflation.
ansfor ing agriculture .
Whenitcomestotheagriculturalsectorin
thecountry,ProfMadNasirsaysitmustbe
understoodthatthereisa"duality"inthesec-,
tor- foodproductionagricultureandplanta-
tionagriculture.
"Morepertinently,thefoodproduction
agricultureneedstoundergoatransformation
inorderto'bulkup'thefoodsecurityofthe
nation:'hesays.
Beingtheoldestinstitutionofferingagricul-
turestudiesinthecountry,ProfMadNasirsays
UPMwantsitsgraduatestobeentrepreneurs
ratherthanworkersin theagriculturalsector.
Concerned: ProfMadNasirfeelsthatthefood
productionagricultureneedsatransformation.
Todate,allUPMAgricultureStudiesunder-
graduatesarerequiredtocompleteagri-entre-
preneurshipcoursesandpresentabusiness
plan.Thosewhoareoutstandingaregiven
grantsbytheGovernmenttokickstartheir
projects.
"It istruethatweneedmorescientists
toincreaseproductionin tacklingthefood
securityissue.At thesametime,wealsoneed
entreprenuersin farmingtogivethekampung-
styleagricultureabreathoffreshair,"saysProf
MadNasir.
"Aslongastheentrepreneurfarmersare
abletoearnincomethatisonparwiththeir
othergraduatefriends,wewill beableto
attractmoregraduatestotheagriculture
industry,"headds.
Hiscolleague,ProfDrMohdKhanifYusop,
opinesthatresearchfindingsinagricultureis
voidif it isnotappliedatthefarmlevel.
"Farmerswithentrepreneurcharacteristics.,
aremorelikelytoadopttechnologywhen
growingthecrops.
"Amodemdayfarmer-entrepreneurneeds
Tech time: ProfMohdKhanifbelievesthat
technologyplaysanimportantroleinbetteryields.
tobebusinessavvyandopentoapplying
farmingtechnologytogetabetterharvest,"
saysProfMohdKhanif.
Headdsthattechnologyinfoodproduction
agricultureinvolvesthewholevaluechain,
startingfromtheseeds,irrigationandharvest-
ingtechniquestowaysofcuttingpost-harvest
lossesandoptimisingharvestinunpredictable
weatherconditions.
In termsofcutting-edget chnology,preci-
sionagricultureisthe"in"thinginfarmingas
farmerseektoreapmore"cropperdrop",as
ProfMohdKhanifputsit.
Thefertigationtechnologywhichsupplies
waterandfertilisersdirectlytotherootsofthe
plantiswidelyusedtogrowrockmelonsin
thelocalfarms.
"Withtheaidof moderntechnology,it
is notdifficultto controltheripeningand
sizeof thefruitsbasedonthedemandof
themarket.TheJapaneseconsumers,for
instance,prefersmallerfruitswhilesome
housewivesalsolikethemelonstobeof
smallersizessothatit canbeeasilystored
in therefrigerator,"saysProfMohdKhanif.
T e prof <s'onal edge
ProfMohdKhanifhoweveraddsthatit is
notfeasibleforall farmerentrepeneurstohan-
dlehigh-techfarmingwithoutthesupportof
agriculturalprofessionals.
With regardstoprecisionagriculture,soil
analysisneedstobedoneatsuitableintervals
todeterminehowmuchfertiliserisneededin
thesoil.Asamatteroffact,mostregularfarm-
ersareunabletodothatandtheyneedtosend
thesoilsamplestothelaboratory.
"It ishightimethatagriculturalprofession-
alsplayamoreactivepartin transformingthe
foodagriculturesector.
"While·thereisaneedtochangethestatus
quotocreatemoreentrepreneursamong
farmers,wemustalsorememberthatthecol-
:laborationbetween'agriculturalprofessionals
andfarmersiskeytosustainingagrowing
,foodagricultureindustry,"saysProfMohd
Khanif.
A groupofinternationalscientistsandagri-
culturalprofessionalswill addressthefood
securityissueatthebiannualInternational
AgricultureCongressatPutrajayaMarriot
HotelheldfromTuesdaytoThursday(Sept4
to6).
Amongthespeakersin"thecongressinclude
SouthAsiaInternationalFoodPolicyResearch
InstitutedirectorDrP.K.Joshiwhowill deliver
thekeynoteaddresstitledTransformingagri-
culturefor ensuringfoodandnutritionalsecurity:
challengesandopportunities.
Othernotablelecturesaretheplenaryses-
sionstitledClimatechangeandagriculture:the
indicators.adaptationandpreparednessbyProf
MoniqueLeclercfromUniversityofGeorgia.
UnitedStates,andAddressingtheNutrient
Challenge:Roleof theglobalpartnershipfor
nutrientmanagement(GPNM) in promoting
sustainablenutrientmanagementbyDrAnjan
DattafromtheUnitedNationsEnvironment
Programme(UNEP),Nairobi,Kenya.
Formoreinformation,pleasevisitwww.agri.
upm.edu.myjcongress2012.
staplefood:The hill paddy (padi huma) planted at the research farms in UPM.
